For a demonstration of the profound resiliency, adaptability, and influence of North America's Indigenous cultures, one need look no farther than the sport of lacrosse: a thriving Indigenous sport that has roots extending back to the creation stories of some First Nations. Although many people today might associate lacrosse with elite prep school culture, variations of the stick-and-ball game have existed across North America since long before the arrival of Europeans, in places as far-flung as the Maritime provinces, the Pacific Northwest, and the American Southeast. This fascinating book traces the evolution of lacrosse from ancient tradition to modern sport, and more importantly, demonstrates how lacrosse has played a key role in the creation of both white Canadian and First Nations identities.
To tell this story, Downey focuses his attention on Canada between 1860 and 1990 -what he calls "Canada's Colonial Age" (21). The book's first two chapters demonstrate how anglophone Canadians (francophones make few appearances) attempted to appropriate lacrosse as their own beginning in the 1850s. Promoters eagerly adopted lacrosse as a new national sport for Canadians, imbuing it with masculine Victorian-era values of discipline and gentlemanly conduct that they believed would improve on the game's supposedly "savage" roots. They also systematically excluded Indigenous players from professional leagues. White officials felt so confident in their society's repurposing of the sport that they even deployed it in Indian Residential Schools as a tool to teach western values to First Nations children. During the same period, however, Indigenous people continued to use lacrosse for their own purposes, and earned money, pride, and prestige by demonstrating their mastery of the sport for white audiences. The final three chapters examine the Indigenous reclamation of lacrosse in greater depth. Downey explains how lacrosse became a tool for revitalizing Indigenous nations during the twentieth century, even those like the Squamish of British Columbia, who had no tradition of lacrosse prior to colonization but formed their own professional lacrosse team that competed widely. Lacrosse had the most profound impact on the Haudenosaunee peoples of eastern Canada, however, who during the late twentieth century found in lacrosse an opportunity to revitalize their heritage, reaffirm connections between their Six Nations, and assert themselves politically. The 1983 creation of the Haudenosaunee men's national team, who traveled to competitions using Haudenosaunee passports, represented a major step in the Six Nations' resurgence. This is an important story, and Downey's greatest strength is his use of Indigenous oral histories, story-telling practices, and epistemologies. The book begins with a lengthy oral history from Cayuga elder Delmor Jacobs, who explains the role of lacrosse in the Haudenosaunee creation story. The story on its own makes the book a worthy read, and would make a wonderful excerpt for undergraduate students. Shorter portions of the author's interviews with elders are interwoven throughout the book. Downey also incorporates his own short "trickster" stories at the beginning of each chapter. These charming interludes remind the reader that the book is above all an Indigenous story, one in which First Nations peoples continually subverted the goals and expectations of colonizers. Downey follows these creative introductions with chapters that display a thorough reading of archival and secondary sources, and supplements them with dozens of historical photographs.
While its use of Indigenous stories is this book's greatest strength, its deployment of sources within the chapters themselves is its greatest weakness. This book relies extremely heavily on block quotations -143 of them across 195 pages of chapter text -and many of them are quite lengthy. Some of the quotations lend genuine insight, especially those taken from oral histories. Many times, however, they are simply lengthy passages from other secondary sources or newspapers, which the author could have easily summarized or paraphrased. Often, the barrage of other writers' names and words drowns out the author's voice entirely. This can make for tiresome reading, and will make many sections of the book difficult for undergraduate students to follow or enjoy.
Scholars of Indigenous history, sports history, and Canadian culture, however, will still find a great deal to appreciate in this book. Lacrosse provides a window into important aspects of First Nations and Canadian identity. It illustrates that the formation of Canadian nationalist identity relied on the appropriation of aspects of the very Indigenous traditions that it sought to destroy. At the same time, the history of lacrosse shows how Indigenous people used sport to maintain cultural traditions, form new multitribal identities, restore pride, and strengthen their institutions. Perhaps most importantly, the story of lacrosse demonstrates the long continuity of Indigenous history. As Downey reminds us, lacrosse has been At the outset, the author asserts that in June 1866, Americans invaded Canada. Such a declaration, given the title and subject matter, should immediately raise a question for most students of the Fenian Brotherhood, considering that group's origins and modus operandi. One might be prompted to retort the Fenians were, at least technically, Americans since the vast majority were naturalized American citizens of Irish descent, or the American-born offspring of Irish immigrants. But the technicalities that we understand today regarding naturalized citizens were not shored up during the Fenian Brotherhood's time. In fact, the British government refused to recognize Irish naturalization to the United States and the Fenian incident created an international furore in Anglo-American relations over that very question. Additionally, when one critically engages the social and cultural history of Irish migration to America at this specific period, the question of their Americanness was one that was clearly up for debate, given the anti-Irish conditions of the era. To cut to the point, the Fenian Brotherhood were at best Irish-Americans, more accurately trans-or dual-nationals, and their identity was very much influenced by their Irishness more so than by their American residency. Nonetheless, Lawrence Cline is on point when he introduces the reader to the fact that the Fenian incident on the Canadian-American border signalled a potentially major crisis, and it deserves more attention than it has been commonly given. As such, Cline offers an apt, general outline of some of the major occurrences leading up to, and during, the 1866 Fenian Brotherhood's invasion of British territory in North America.
The proceeding chapters are concise and as such they are by-and-large a loose sketch of this often forgotten, or perhaps overlooked, event in the history of Irish America. Why forgotten or overlooked is something that Cline does not engage. Perhaps that is reflective of the author's interest in the strategies involved, as they were carried out by both the Fenians, and in turn by those within Canada who came to try repel the invaders. It is here that perhaps Cline's insights are strongest and will pique the interests of military historians in particular.
